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Metaphors of "The Female" in Malay Movies 
Fuziah Kartini Hassan Basri 
Faridah Ibrahim 
This article discusses metaphors of "the female" in some selected Malay movies of the 1950s and 
2000s spurned from two qualitative analyses of gender images in Malay movies. These studies 
demonstrated that Malay movies have dialogues that are colored by metaphors and that they func-
tion to construct certain images about women which are not always positive. At a time when women 
are contributing much towards society's progress, some of the metaphors are irrelevant; they only 
perpetuate the ideology of male dominance-female submissiveness. From a communication per-
spective, the use of these metaphors in a medium deemed so influential to young minds, is culturally 
detrimental. We need to continuously advocate a change so that we can ultmmtely practise the 
humanistic view of gender equality in our daily lives. Perhaps this may pjppOigatg male respect for 
the female, thus help eliminate crime and violence against women. 
Introduction: Film as Rhetoric 
We live in an age when we increasingly spend moje and more tiajeyarpeessing intormation, 
i.e. coding, constructing, decoding, deconstructing, and re\onstru«^ijajlfessages. In the beginning, 
face-to-face communication was the primary means of cornrnmfieation, but the 20th century has 
brought many changes. Today, we receive a great influx of messages from multifarious channels of 
the mass media such as radio, television, film, newspapers, magazines and a host of other media. 
Each medium performs certain communicative functions in its own way; yet each is "a means to an 
end, an instrument for getting something done" (Abrams, 1953:12). In short, the medium of mass 
communication is a rhetorical apparatus: it is an attempt by one to influence another through strate-
gically selected and stylized communication. According to Medhurst and Benson, (1984; vii), with 
rhetoric, "a society could perpetuate itself, debate its internal problems, and decide which norms 
and values it would follow without resorting to violence." 
Among the various channels of communication with rhetorical functions, film is the most 
comprehensive medium. Not only does it use audio facilities but it also makes good use of visual 
images that are in motion to complement narratives, plots, characters and characterizations, and 
dialogues. This basic characteristic of film enables it to synchronize sound with pictures and mo-
tion thereby creating a "live" event. The "moving pictures" are created in our senses through the 
interaction of the technology and mechanism with our physiological and psychological processes 
(Bordwell & Thompson, 1986; 1993). Thus, our internal processes are most active when we watch 
a movie; this includes interacting with the images on the large silver screen; selecting, interpreting, 
and assessing them until they become imprints in our minds, thereby creating images (Fuziah Kartini 
Hassan Basri & Faridah Ibrahim, 2000; 2002). When these images accumulate over time, they 
cultivate lasting impressions which interfere in our constructions of social realities. In other words, 
like other forms of mass communication, a movie constructs its own reality and by that nature, 
creates and promotes certain images about parts of society that it deals with. A movie then, by its 
very nature, is rhetorical. 
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Media images of women 
The importance of mass media as image carriers has been often and widely discussed by 
nations' leaders, scholars, practitioners and citizens of many countries. The media as image 
carriers, have the potential to portray individuals or group of individuals in a negative or positive 
light, or in whatever directions they feel fit to describe. According to Faridah Ibrahim and Rahmah 
Hashim (1996) one cannot deny that opinions are formed in part by gathering pieces of information 
that have been portrayed through the mass media and comparing them with the images of events 
or people, which already have been stored in our minds. Negative portrayal of individuals or 
nations or groups of people in the media, might conjure negative perceptions in the minds of the 
audience. 
A research conducted by Faridah Ibrahim and Rahmah Hashim (1996), on the coverage of 
women by the mass media during the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in September 
1995, found that when the print media chose to allocate space for women news, derogatory terms 
such as "burning bras", and "nude women running around the streets of Huairou" were freely 
printed. These messages would give the reader the impression that women who attended the 
Conference were radical beings with nothing better to do but to "burn bras" and generally eclipsed 
many positive accomplishments at the Conference. 
According to Garcellano (1991) women are often invisible and silenced in economics, 
politics, religion, science and technology but not so in media and advertising, where women are 
made to be highly visible yet "powerless". Through the mass media, we can see that the 
exploitation of women have gone beyond the traditional setting into the more sophisticated modern 
world where women's so-called natural weaknesses and femininity are being exploited both by 
men and women for economic gains. Women who are vocal and fight for their cause are being 
dubbed as hardcore feminists, while those who become commercial symbols, especially in the 
media advertisements and television commercials, are portrayed as superficial and mindless. 
Media imagery of the female in movies is also profound. Over the past decades, a great deal 
of movie messages via Hollywood, Bollywood and even Mollywood (Malaysian movie industry 
as dubbed by many) has perpetuated the notion of women as property or commodities "available" 
for sexual and other use (Fuziah Kartini Hassan Basri & Faridah Ibrahim, 2000). These messages 
are played over and over again in movies which show images of the female as the gentler sex, 
passive, weak, needing protection, subservient, scatter-brained, dependent, comforting, nurturing, 
caring as well as beautiful (so convenient as a sex-object), while the male images are forceful, 
strong, capable, aggressive, demanding, independent, successful, tycoon, hero, playboy and the 
stoic macho-man. According to a manual entitled Confronting Violence (1992) published by the 
Commonwealth Secretariat, it is these images that reinforce ideologies of masculinity and 
femininity, demonstrating that while the male is "naturally" aggressive, the female is the "natural" 
target for aggression which is so rampant in modern society. 
The mass media not only helps to carry the image of women across the masses but also 
reinforces cultural stereotypes formed in the minds of the masses - that women are basically the 
inferior of the sexes. With constant reminder, inferiority becomes habitual and familiar and even 
desirable (Faridah, 1989). Hence, for the women, the influence of the mass media can be viewed 
from two extremes. On one side of the coin, media is seen as a powerful tool that can shape 
behaviour and capitalize on the potentials of women which can be used by women to their 
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advantage, while on the other, media reinforces existing stereotyped attitudes, expectations and 
values which could be a hindrance to womenfs advancement in societies. 
Researchers have given much attention to the construction of images of women in the me-
dia. This attention heightened in the 1970s encompassed various media texts using both quantita-
tive and qualitative analyses. Simson (1978), for instance, looked at female images via-a-vis male 
images in crime serials shown on American television between 1976 and 1977. She discovered that 
in a total of 157 programs, women were portrayed as inefficient, unintelligent, passive and depend-
ent on men in addition to being morally, mentally and physically weak. This is in contrast to that of 
men who were depicted as the savior of women in society. In a longitudinal study that analyzed 
female characters in situational comedies aired on American television from 1953 till 1977, Dominick 
(1979) observed that there was the constant portrayal of the babbling female, consistently ridicul-
ing themselves, and therefore the source of most problems in everyday living. Does this pattern of 
media representation persist after the seventies and is it universal? 
In 1995, the Global Media Monitoring Project was launched to quantitatively study 
women's portrayal in the media across 71 countries (Media Watch, 1995). The study which spanned 
newspapers, radio and television found that only 17 per cent of the world's news subjects were 
women, with Asia recording the lowest (only 14 per cent) and North America, the highest (27 per 
cent). Women were least likely to be news subjects in the fields of politics and government (a mere 
7 per cent) and economy and business (only 9 per cent). They were most likely to become news in 
terms of health and social issues (33 per cent) and were relatively well represented in arts and 
entertainment (31 per cent). 
Eie (1998) compared prime time television content in Denmark, Finland, Germany, the Neth-
erlands, Norway and Sweden. In this part of the world, women were most often portrayed in roles 
equated with low social status: 47 per cent as 'ordinary citizens' and 37 per cent as 'victims,' 
whereas men were most often shown as politicians (72 per cent) and 'experts' (80 per cent). Such 
representations are unrealisitic given that women's participation in decision-making and public life 
in these countries is high, for example representation of women in the national parliaments range 
from 31 per cent in Germany to 43 per cent in Sweden (United Nations, 2000). 
In Malaysia, researchers began actively researching media representations of women in the 
early eighties. Asiah Sarji (1985) content analyzed images of women in five P. Ramlee movies 
released at different times, namely Penarik Beca (1956), A// Baba Bujang Lapok (1961), Ibu Mertuaku 
(1962), Madu Tiga (1964), and Nasib Do Re Mi (1966). Her analyses indicated that women were 
portrayed as emotional, sensitive and tearful. Basically, two types of women were depicted: the 
rich, materialistic and husband-hunting, and the poor, helpless, weak and poly gamy-willing. In 
addition, women were most often characterized as widows, mothers, domestic helpers, singers, 
nurses and clerks. Similar images are also evident in Jins Shamsuddin's movies of the seventies and 
early eighties. Soh Geok Choon (1988) content analyzed Menanti Hari Esok (released in 1977), 
EsokMasihAda (1980), and Esok UntukSiapa (1981). In these movies, Soh discovered that women 
were mainly depicted in a negative light, in that they were peripheralized, dependent on and 
submissive to men. Generally, they were made to appear as second-class citizens trapped in a 
partriarchal system that degraded their very existence. 
Fuziah and Faridah (2000), looked at 11 Malay movies produced in the 1950s, the golden 
era of Malay movies. This qualitative-interpretative analysis demonstrated that stereotyped female 
images dominated the silver screen then. Women were portrayed in two extreme poles — the good-
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hearted, demure, submissive, domestic and "ever-willing-to-sacrifice-everything" female; and the 
evil, scheming, conniving, home-wrecking, materialistic woman. Such characterizations not only 
adds drama to the narratives, they also rhetorically propagate the conceptual metaphor of the desir-
able female as "pure, white and innocent "whereas the most undesirable one is "defiled, black and 
sinful." It is clear that the filmic rhetoric here is a good woman is one who is willing to sacrifice 
everything, including her life, for the benefit of others, such as the man she loves, and that she must 
accept her fate although it means suffering and hardship. More often than not the good woman is 
sacrificed at the end of the movie, such as through death, and is eventually exalted. Woman on the 
opposite end (the bad woman) is extremely bad, but alas dies a tragic death. Good or bad, the 
woman usually dies one way or another. It is as if a woman's life is secondary compared to that of 
a man. 
Why Metaphors? 
Metaphor is a term from rhetoric that refers to a figure of speech or a linguistic device in 
which a word or phrase that literally denotes one thing is used figuratively for something else as a 
way of suggesting likeness or analogy between the two. The word is derived from two Greek roots 
- meta with and phew bear - which in combination denote 'transfer' of meaning (Renton, 1990). A 
metaphor is often used because it can convey a particular shade of meaning much more succinctly 
than other words. It also conveys additional or more complex meaning beyond the literal, often in 
a subtle way; in fact, it can be one way of 'expressing the inexpressible' or "mentioning the 
unmentionable.' In movies, metaphors can be in linguistic, visual and musical forms. The 
linguistic form is of course found in the dialogues, the visual in the entire cinematography and 
mise-en-scene, and the musical in the musical score and background. 
Movies carry meanings created by the casts, scripts, props, lighting and all the paraphernalia 
of movie making. Meanings generated by movies are often indirect and subliminal as compared to 
direct and deliberate. It is the meaning or message in the movies that evoke emotions from the 
audience. In life, human beings are basically meaning-finders. People can make sense of the most 
chaotic events very quickly. Our equilibrium depends very much on skills such as sense making. 
According to Miles and Huberman (1984) people keep the world consistent and predictable by 
cognitively organizing and interpreting meanings and making sense of things that they see. 
One of the ways meanings are espoused in movies is through metaphors. Thus metaphors, 
in whatever form, are powerful devices of filmic rhetoric. Regardless of the diversed cultures 
under which movies are produced, metaphors are found to be dominant in movie scripts, especially 
when discussing genderized issues. To the script writers, metaphors are the best way in 
communicating complex social realities. For the researchers, Miles and Huberman (1984) suggest 
that metaphors are data reducing devices, taking several particulars and making single generality of 
them. For instance, the "scapegoat" metaphor pulls together facts about group norms, treatment of 
deviants, social rituals and social rationalizations into one package. 
Metaphors can also be pattern-making devices. When applied in movies, such metaphors 
will help place the pattern identified in the larger context. For instance, the dominant patterns of 
female characters in movies are often negatively portrayed as the weaker group as compared to the 
male characters, who remain the stronger of the sexes. 
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Metaphors work hand-in-hand with image-making or stereotyping. Like metaphors, stere-
otypes not only simplify one's perceptions of certain events, they also give a partial and superficial 
image of reality. Stereotyping or image-making, is a dangerous phenomenon if taken to extremes. 
According to Lippmann (1922) in his seminal work Public Opinion, stereotypes provide spurious 
representations of reality. In other words, the image or stereotype is simply a metaphor that repre-
sents the totality of all the information about an event or a character portrayed by the mass media, 
and in this case the cinema. What could be seen from the movies would be the actors playing their 
roles which ultimately follow a certain pattern. This pattern is of course in accord with the roles 
and dialogues outlined in the film scripts. 
In trying to understand the message embedded in the movies, the general audience would 
look for patterns of roles or traits exhibited by the movie characters. Often the heroes in the movie 
would carry the good guy roles while the villains would be the bad and the ugly. The slightly 
unusual traits would have an alien metaphor whilst the good or the bad would carry a good or a bad 
metaphor respectively. In this case, the good female would be associated with good metaphors for 
women such as an angel {bidadari) or a sacred flower {bunga suci), while bad metaphors for 
women would be a malicious woman (jalang) or a gold-digger {pisau cukur). 
At the Movies 
In Malay movies, both of yesteryear and today, metaphors pertaining to the female abound. 
This paper discusses metaphors of the female in some selected Malay movies of the 1950s and 
2000s. This discussion is spurned from two qualitative analyses of gender representations and im-
ages in Malay movies conducted at different times. The focus in this paper is on the lingustic 
metaphors as found in the dialogues in the movies, especially those that are related to the female 
species or about being female. As such, visual and musical metaphors in these movies do not count 
in this analysis. 
Out of eleven movies from the golden era that we sampled, we found some interesting 
female metaphors in eight movies, namely: 
1. Rachun Dunia (Poison of the World) - released in 1950 
2. Juwita -1951 
3. Kerana Kau (Because of You) -1953 
4. Ibu (Mother) -1953 
5. Hujan Panas (Rain on a Sunny Day) - 1953 
6. Merana (The Suffering Heart) -1954 
7. Anakku Sazali (Sazali, My Son) -1956 
8. Bernoda (Living with Shame) - 1956. 
As for the more recent movies, out of the 10 sampled, female metaphors, although not as 
abundant as in the older movies, are discovered in the following: 
1. Gerak Khas The Movie (Special Force, The Movie) - 2001 
2. Lagi-lagi Senario (More of Senario) - 2001 
3. Anak Mami The Movie (Mami's Child, The Movie - 2002 
4. Mr. Cinderella (2002) 
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5. Mami J arum (Mami, The Big Mouth) - 2002 
6. Gila-gila pengantin (The Crazy Couple) - 2003 
7. Laila Isabella (2003). 
As aforementioned, the focus of this analysis is on the representations of the female in these 
films through the use of linguistic metaphors in the dialogues. The question of whether the 
metaphors carry positive or negative connotations is an issue of great significance because it is 
through these metaphors that the images of the female are being conceived and perpetuated. At a 
time, when women's contributions are central in a nation's development programs, metaphors that 
place women as the weaker and submissive beings are no longer beneficial to the people and the 
country as a whole. 
The use of metaphors in language and communication is not merely to color the language. 
Metaphors are actually reflections of our patterns of thought and these patterns in turn affect our 
behavior. As Lakoff and Johnson (1980) revealed, through theoretical argument supported by em-
pirical investigation, the centrality of metaphor to thought is exemplified in the ubiquity of meta-
phorical forms in everyday conventional language. Accordingly, we talk about things the way we 
conceive of them, and this is fashioned through and grounded in experience and culture. Our basic 
conceptual system then, is fundamentally metaphoric in nature. 
In other terms, we can decipher 2 levels of metaphor in communication — conceptual 
metaphor and linguistic metaphor. Conceptual metaphors are superordinate, epistemic and 
semantic mappings, while linguistic metaphors are the realizations that appear in everyday written 
and spoken forms. Linguistic metaphors are motivated by conceptual metaphors. For example in 
Malay culture, the conceptual metaphor masa itu berharga (time is precious) motivates common 
linguistic metaphors such as kita jangan membuang masa (we should not waste time), kita hams 
mengira waktu (we must count time), masa itu emas (time is golden) and many others. It is from 
these linguistic instances that we are able to hypothesize the presence of a wide range of conceptual 
forms. By locating metaphor at the conceptual level, we can identify it as a conceptual structure. 
For Lakoff and Johnson (1980), metaphor is in essence "understanding and experiencing one kind 
of thing in terms of another"; it is a matter of thought rather than language. 
Following this line of thinking, it is indeed important for film-makers and scriptwriters to 
understand the significance of metaphoric utterances in their work; the impact is not merely lin-
guistic but more importantly, conceptual or cognitive. The Malays are quite metaphoric in their 
daily interactional communication and metaphors thrive in Malay speech communities. It is thus 
quite realistic for movie-makers to use metaphors regularly in their productions. However, they 
should try to be more discriminatory and conscientious so that metaphors can be functional rather 
than dysfunctional in their communication impact. It needs to be reiterated that the cumulative 
effect of metaphors in the mass media, such as films, eventually constructs and reconstructs culture 
and realities. 
The Female Metaphors 
In the films analyzed from the golden era, the samples showed that most female characters 
clearly demonstrate dual metaphors. The first category of metaphors demonstrates the kind of 
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female who is subjected to hardships and sufferings but one who is ever willing to sacrifice for the 
happiness of their loved ones. This kind of female includes mothers (Ibu and Kerana Kau), good 
friends (Hujan Panas), lovers and the loyal wives (Ibu, Merana, Anakku Sazali, and Juwita). The 
other category of metaphors demonstrates the kind of female who is a trouble maker who causes 
other people to suffer, including other women. These women are seen holding roles such as 
step-mother and mother-in-law (Bernoda, Merana), disloyal wife (Hujan Panas), cabaret dancer 
(Hujan Panas, Ibu, Juwita), mistress (Hujan Panas, Rachun Dunia) and that of a spoilt child. 
Based on the films from the golden era of Malay cinema, we found that the portrayal of the 
female is dichotomous in nature and could be easily identified in two extremes which we categorize 
as the "poison" and the "antidote". The metaphoric poison comprises the following groups of 
female: 
1. a materialistic and status conscious female 
2. an unfaithful and treacherous female 
3. a trouble maker/ a home wrecker 
4. a parasite, an opportunist, a "gold-digger" 
5. a proud, snobbish and high-handed female 
6. a seducer. 
On the other end of the pole, the metaphoric antidote includes the following groups of 
female: 
1. a motivator 
2. a caring mother/wife 
3. a loyal, devoted or trustful lover 
4. a female who is willing to sacrifice for other people 
5. a patient female 
6. a gentle and subservient female. 
Based on the metaphors identified, this study found that both metaphoric dichotomy of the 
female in the Malay movies of the golden era showed that both categories of female are dominant 
in their roles. The metaphorically poisonous female is dominant in the negative way, and vice-
versa. What can be observed from these portrayals is that the movies' treatments of the female can 
be described as very narrow. While the female in these movies is dominant in their poison-antidote 
characters, their images are confined to the dependent and romantic beings as compared to the 
active and decisive beings. 
The contemporary movies are not so varied when it comes to female portrayals through 
metaphors. What can be deciphered from the metaphors of the female in the new movies are the 
following negative images: 
1. the big mouth female/busy body 
2. the gossiping female 
3. the object of men's sexual desire 
4. more troubling than farm animals 
5. beauty is being voluptuous 
6. if independent, regarded as big-headed by men 
7. cheeky 
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8. runs away from problems 
9. must use make-up to beautify self 
10. materialistic creatures. 
There are similarities and glaring differences in the metaphoric trends of the female between 
the old and new movies. The main similarity is that metaphors are freely used in the movies, and 
often times, they become the movie titles, such as Hujan Panas and Mami J arum. Also both old and 
new movies give emphasis to female metaphors as compared to male metaphors. Perhaps this is 
because female characters figure well in the narratives even though the story-telling is not 
necessarily of female perspective. Another similarity is that most of the metaphors use natural 
imageries, i.e birds, flowers, fowls and other objects found in the natural environment. 
The differences detected are also quite obvious. Firstly, it is clear that the movies of the 
fifties tend to be more metaphorical in their dialogues compared to the more contemporary movies. 
The older movies used chunks of metaphors, sometimes in one whole long utterance in contrast 
with the short and crude metaphoric statements of the newer ones. For example, in Hujan Panas, 
Amir remarked with quiet anger to his wife, Aminah: "Kau telah meruntuhkan kebahagiaanku. 
Kau meracuni hidupku. Perempuan macam kau tak layak hidup di muka bumi ini. Kaulah racun 
masyarakat. Aku ambil kau di lembah yang hina. Ku dirikan mahligai tinggi. Ku hiasi dengan intan 
permata. Dasar kau peria yang pahit, walau ku hujani dengan madu, walau ku tanam dengan 
sempurna, pahit yang ku dapat." (You have wrecked my happiness. You've poisoned my life. A 
woman like you doesn't deserve to live in this world. You are a poison to society. I took you from 
the valley of shame. I built you a castle. I decorated it with precious gems. Yet you are as bitter as 
a gourd. Although I've glazed it with honey and nurtured it perfectly, I can still taste the bitterness). 
This made the older dialogues sound finer and more polite in comparison to the crude and staccato 
newer ones. For example, in Mami J arum, Piee teased Bee: "Ha, radio buruk tu nakpergi mana? 
Nak pergi cas bateri kot?" (Ha, where is the old radio going? To charge its battery?). Can we 
assume that such metaphoric utterances reflect the Malays of yesteryear as more refined in their 
thoughts and language use compared to the Malays of today? Also did the Malay men of the fifties 
behave more gentlemanly towards women than the Malay men of today? 
Another distinct difference detected in the metaphoric trends of the female in these movies 
concerns the types of imagery. Female metaphors found in movies of the golden era are focused on 
the simple life and naturalistic surroundings of the society during that era, such as flowers (bunga 
beracun), birds (merak kayangan), and household tools (gergaji dua matd). Female metaphors in 
contemporary Malay movies also borrow much from nature, but in addition to that, they also dwell 
on modern and sophisticated gadgets/technology so predominant in modern day living, such as 
computers {Internet bergerak), radio (radio buruk), and laser (mulut laser). The metaphors used in 
the old movies are well-established expressions, cliches and symbolisms found and documented in 
dictionaries, while the ones used in the contemporary movies are new and unique creations from 
the writers. 
One big concern in this analysis is the meaning and direction ascribed to the female as a 
result of the metaphors, be those found in the old movies or the new ones. We detected in these 
movies the presence of female metaphors that are more in the negative light rather than in the 
positive light. This is more so in the new movies. Metaphors with negative connotations in the old 
and new movies likened the female to animals such as itik betina (female duck), ayam di pasar 
(chicken at the market), mulut murai (robin-mouthed), kerbau tua (old buffalo) and these are linked 
to phrases associated with dirt, danger, and other undesirable qualities (for example poisonous, 
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valueless, old, unschooled). In the old movies, there are some positive female metaphors and these 
are related to flowers and linked to magical and special qualities such as heavenly (merak kayangan), 
queeny (ratu hati), pure (bunga suci), blooming (lambaian kembang desa), and fragrant (bunga ros 
yang harum). In the new movies, positive female metaphors can hardly be found! 
The negative metaphors of the female in the movies of the fifties tend to highlight women as 
undignified, stupid, materialistic, home wrecker, unfaithful, treacherous, seductive, cheap, 
opportunistic, and snobbish. Unfortunately, the positive metaphors of the female in these movies 
are associated with helpless, dependent, submissive, and domestic women with a narrow outlook 
of life. The good woman in the fifties is obviously not similar to the good woman of the 21st century. 
Perhaps it is not incorrect to say that female dynamism was not fashionable in the fifties. 
The movies of today are full of negative metaphors about the female and being female. The 
general images of the female in these movies include the loud-mouthed female and the busy bodies. 
As such we found metaphors that disgrace and denigrate the female, for example - mulut pokpek 
pokpek macam kerbau tuajatuh (mouth yacking all the time like an old buffalo falling), Internet 
bergerak (moving Internet), mulut laser (laser mouth), and badut sarkas kepala dongga (a big-
headed circus clown). Also we found imageries such as naga (dragon) and ularsawa lidah bercabang 
(fork-tongued cobra), cartoon and road runner, beruk (monkeys) and jarum (needle). These imageries 
are related with qualities that include busy, vicious, silly, ugly and dangerous. So the female is then 
made to appear busy, vicious, silly, ugly and dangerous. 
The End 
This study found that although female representations in the Malay movies transcend through 
time, the portrayal of images still remains the same, i.e. dichotomous in nature which defines the 
females as either perfectly good or wholly evil, mother or whore, virgin or prostitutes, and even 
traditional or modern. This points to a fundamental paradox and inadequacies in female represen-
tations by the mass media, and in this case the movies. 
In the movies of the fifties, metaphors of the female and about being female allude to the 
notion of women in the home or domestic sphere. The ideal woman is one who remains true to her 
husband and family no matter how much she suffers and how much she is being abused. Conceptu-
ally then women are an object of domesticity, and the moment she is out of the house she becomes 
too weak to resist worldly temptations. Consequently, she becomes too materialistic, seductive and 
alluring to the opposite sex, a home wrecker and a slut who finally dies a tragic death. 
In the contemporary movies, women are also an object, but not of domesticity, rather an 
object of sexuality. Modern women are already in the public sphere, out of the homes and into 
organizations and what nots in this new environment. Once out of the home, they are seen as 
objects to be admired, teased, used, desired and played upon by the opposite sex. If modern women 
resist the "male gaze", they are frowned upon by men and even by other women. What remains 
similar between the old and the new movies is the portrayal that women can always be bought by 
money and the material world. Such a portrayal about women is not healthy as it reflects and 
perpetuates a conceptual and cultural structure of man-as-player/buyer and women-as-object 
dichotomy. 
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At a time when women are contributing much towards society's progress, some of the 
metaphors are irrelevant; they only perpetuate the ideology of male dominance-female 
submissiveness. As aptly pointed out by Lakoff and Johnson, linguistic metaphors indicate the 
existence of an overarching conceptual metaphor. In the case of the female metaphors in Malay 
movies, it seems obvious that the Malay mind is still trapped in the relational web of women as 
orang rumah (person in the home) and men as ketua keluarga (head of family). From a 
communication perspective, the use of this conceptual metaphor in a medium deemed so influential 
to young minds, is culturally detrimental. We need to continuously advocate a change so that we 
can ultimately practice the humanistic view of gender equality in our daily lives. Perhaps this may 
propagate male respect of the female, thus help eliminate crime and violence against women. 
Films have the potential to be a vehicle of change. The study of female images and represen-
tations in films is an apt starting point to start a dialogue with the folks behind the scene in the film 
industry so that they may be gender-sensitive in their work. For now, it is obvious that most Malay 
movies are still coming from a male perspective and do not reflect the realities of being female. 
Although the movies circle around a woman's life, the story-telling is very much male. Perhaps this 
is a consequent of the lack of female filmmakers in the local industry. Increasing the number does 
not mean the situation can be rectified because in the final analysis, "the crucial question is not who 
is telling the story, but how the story is told" (Gallagher, 2001). 
A movie is not limited to be a symbol of reality. More important, it must also be a symbol for 
reality. This means gender portrayal in movies can be used as advocacy materials to change what-
ever is necessary for the betterment of society. It is time for Malay movie makers to view films 
from a wider and deeper perspective, as rhetorical tools to gain adherence to gender-sensitive prac-
tices (Fuziah Kartini Hassan Basri, 2004). In communication, a movie is a powerful tool for gender 
setting (Gallagher, 2001), i.e, a device to help individuals rethink the true meaning of being a 
woman and a man so as to add dignity to our positions and roles in society. 
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